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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Since 1981, Federal legislation has required at least some food

stamp recipients to file monthly reports on their income and
other circumstances related to eligibility and benefit

levels. Although the requirements have changed over time, they

have consistently allowed States considerable variation in the

administration of monthly reporting. States have discretion to

select procedures in some areas, and in other areas they may

request waivers of particular regulations.

There is no comprehensive source of information on the ways the

States actually operate their monthly reporting systems.
Accordingly, the Food and Nutrition Service (FNS) of the U.S.

Department of Agriculture has sponsored research to learn more

about this aspect of the Food Stamp Program. Monthly reporting

is one of six topics covered in a study of Food Stamp Program

operations, being carried out by Mathematica Policy Research,
with Abt Associates Inc. and The Urban Institute as subcon-
tractors.

The first phase of the study involved interviews with food

stamp personnel in the 50 States, plus the District of
Columbia, Guam, and the Virgin Islands. Questions in the

monthly reporting component covered the categories of cases

required to report monthly, operating procedures in local food

stamp agencies, recipients' reporting patterns, administrative

costs, and monthly reporting's effects on error rates and

benefit outlays. In addition, the content and format of

States' monthly report forms were reviewed.

This report describes the States' monthly reporting systems and
their perceived effects. Findings are summarized below for

each major topic area.

CATEGORIES OF CASES REQUIRED TO REPORT

About a quarter of the States have universal monthly reporting,

while the remainder have received waivers to apply the policy

selectively to particular segments of the caseload. Households

with earnings and recent earnings history are the groups most

commonly required to report, especially in the Public
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Assistance (PA) caseload. About a third of the States with

selective reporting require between 25 and 75 percent of the

caseload to report, while a third apply the policy to less than
10 percent of their caseload.i/

INFORMATION OBTAINED ON THE MONTHLY REPORT FORM

Monthly report forms typically cover six major topics: earned
income, unearned income, resources (assets), household

composition, expenditures, and future changes. Earned income

is the most stringently covered, with detailed questions and
required verification. Most of the other topics are covered in

less detail, and each nonincome topic is omitted from a few

States' forms. Complexity of the forms varies widely: a
hypothetical household with 4 members and several kinds of

income and expenses that is experiencing no changes would make

15 entries on the New York report form, compared to 141 on the
Missouri form.

OPERATING PROCEDURES

Eligibility workers generally assign households to the monthly

reporting or nonmonthly reporting status (in selective monthly
reporting States). When new information is received that

changes a household's monthly reporting status, the change

takes effect immediately or with a 1-month delay.

Monthly reports are most often mailed from a central State

location_ almost always as a separate mailing. Most States
include a return envelope and all but eleven States prepay the

return postage.

_/Interviews were conducted prior to implementation of the

monthly reporting provisions of the Food Security Act of

1985. The provisions of the Act require States to apply
monthly reporting to households with earnings or a recent work
history; States have discretion to require other categories of
households to report. Some States are expected to modify their
monthly reporting requirement as a result of these new

regulations.
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ADMINISTRATIVE COSTS

Most States did not have readily available "hard" figures on
monthly reporting costs, but some were able to provide

estimates and a few provided figures from special studies. The

responses indicate a range of development costs from under

$100,000 to over $2 million, depending in large part on the

extent to which special automated support systems were
developed. Ongoing operating costs were estimated to range

between $1 and $16 per case month, with a median of $8.

Eligibility workers accounted for the largest share of the

ongoing administrative costs in most States. Eligibility

worker time to handle an on-time monthly report with no changes
was usually between 9 and 16 minutesp with a median of 12

minutes. However, a report involving a termination or benefit

change would take 40 to 60 minutes of eligibility worker time
in a quarter of the States.

MONTHLY REPORTING EFFECTS

Although only a few States have actually measured the effects

of monthly reporting, most were able to provide some
perceptions of the nature and direction of the effects.

Regarding error rates, States are divided between those who

believe monthly reporting has reduced (19 States), increased
(18 States), or had no effect (12 States) on errors. Most

respondents (28 States) feel monthly reporting does not affect
benefit outlays, although 14 States believe reductions in

outlays have occurred. A 2-to-1 majority believe that monthly

reporting has had a negative rather than a positive impact on

management of the Food Stamp Program in their State.

Asked whether monthly reporting's benefits exceed the costs in

their States, 18 States said "yes," 32 said "no," and 2 were
uncertain. States with universal monthly reporting tended to

have the most favorable perceptions of monthly reporting on

this question as well as on the questions about specific
effects. This probably means that States with a strong belief
in monthly reporting require it of all cases, rather than that
universal monthly reporting is the most successful variation of
the policy. More up-to-date case information is most
frequently cited as a benefit of monthly reporting, while

drawbacks frequently concern administrative costs.
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I. INTRODUCTION

This report describes the results of a series of interviews con-

cerning the monthly reporting systems used by Food Stamp

Agencies. The interviews were conducted as part of the first

phase of the Food Stamp Program Operations Study (FSPOS), which

is being conducted by Mathematica Policy Research, Inc., under
contract to the Food and Nutrition Service (FNS) of the U.S.

Department of Agriculture, with Abt Associates Inc. and The

Urban Institute as subcontractors. Other topics covered in this

first phase of the study, referred to in this report as the

"census" of State agencies, are: automated certification

systems, claims collection, computer matching, quality control,
and job search activities. The results of the census interviews

in these five other topic areas appear in companion reports.

The Program Operations Study consists of three phases of data

collection and analysis. The first phase, the census, entailed

telephone interviews with State agency staff in the 53 State-

level Food Stamp Agencies (including the District of Columbia,

Guam, and the Virgin Islands) concerning practices and

procedures in the six areas of food stamp operations named
above. The second phase (October/November 1986) involves a

survey of claims collection and computer match followup

operations in a national sample of 191 local agencies. Finally,

in the spring of 1987, the third phase of the study will consist

of an intensive examination of selected sites, focusing on

assessment of the costs and benefits of particularly promising

examples of operations identified in the first two phases of the

study.

This first part of the report outlines the goals of the census

interviews related to monthly reporting. A brief review is then

presented of the sources of the data, including a description of

the agency sample and the interviewing methods used. The
following section discusses some of the limitations of the data

collected, and the last section describes the organization of

the remainder of this report.



A. GOALS OF THE CENSUS OF MONTHLY REPORTING SYSTEMS

Federal legislation and regulations have mandated all States to

require at least some portions of their food stamp caseload to

file monthly reports. The monthly reports contain information

on the household's income, resources, expenses, household
composition, and other factors used to determine the household's
eligibility and food stamp allotment. For households required
to report monthly, meeting the reporting requirement is a
condition of eligibility; households that do not meet the
requirement have their benefits terminated.

Although the legislation and regulations mandate monthly
reporting, States have considerable discretion in setting
policies and procedures. For example, although regulations

mandated monthly reporting for essentially the full food stamp
caseload, States could request waivers to exempt selected
categories of cases.l/ Thus, subject to FNS approval, States
can decide whether a_l cases or only selected categories will
have to report monthly, and, if they choose a selective policy,
which categories will have to report. Similarly, States design
the monthly reporting forms within certain legislative
restrictions. States have full discretion on a number of

topics, such as allocating responsibilities among eligibility

workers and other staff, and determining what level of
automation to use in managing the monthly reporting system.
Little systematic information is available about the

characteristics of the monthly reporting policies and procedures

that States have actually imple_mented. Accordingly, one major

objective of the census was to obtain descriptive information on
policies and procedures.

A second major area of unknowns concerns the operating outcomes,

costs, effects, and ultimately cost effectiveness of monthly

reporting. Previous research includes a series of evaluations

of monthly reporting demonstrations.2/ Those

_/l'ae Food Security Act of 1985 reduced the extent of
mandatory monthly reporting coverage to cases with earned
income or a recent work history.

?This research is summarized in William L. Hamilton,

Monthly Reportin_ in the AFDC Pro_ram: Executive Summary
of Demonstration Results. Cambridge, MA: Abt Associates

Inc., 1985.



/

demonstrations differ sufficiently from the policies actually

implemented in the Food Stamp Program so that the research

results have questionable applicability.

Thus, FNS also wished to learn as much as possible from the

census about monthly reporting's costs and effects. Because it

was not expected that many States would have reliable data on

these topics, the census was designed to obtain professional

estimates from State food stamp officials as well as "hard"
statistics where available.

Research The major questions guiding the census effort can be summarized

questions as follows:

a. How is monthly reportin_ implemented?

· What categories of cases report monthly, and how are they
identified?

· What information is obtained on the report form?

· What are procedures for mailing and processing forms?

· How are staff allocated to monthly reporting tasks?

· Where regulations permit operational variation, what

procedures are used?

· What certification periods are used?

b. What are the patterns of client actions under monthly
reporting?

· What percent report on time, late, and not at all?

· What actions (changes, terminations, reopenings) result from

monthly reports?

c. What are the costs of monthly reporting?

· What are the development costs?

· What are the ongoing costs per case month?

d. What are the effects of monthly reporting?

· What is the effect on error rates?

3



best source for answers to specific questions; interviewers then

contacted those persons. Of the 53 agency interviews completed,

about a third involved contacting more than one respondent.

Monthly reporting interviews lasted an average of 1 hour.

Although the instrument consisted almost entirely of structured
response questions, the interviewing method used involved a

great deal of discussion of the questions and probing for

clarification of responses. Every completed interview was
reviewed by the senior researcher assigned to monthly

reporting. These reviews identified some apparent

inconsistencies among interview responses and answers that,

based on other information provided, indicated the intent of the

question had not been clearly communicated. As the interviews
proceeded, these reviews also identified the need for further

clarification of specific questions and their interpretation in
the context of particular system characteristics.

These reviews had two results. First, they prompted the
preparation of "question clarification" Statements distributed

to interviewers to guide them in further administration of

particular interview questions. Second_ they led to interviewer

callbacks to respondents to clarify or confirm responses.
Callbacks were made to about a quarter of the States.

C. SCOPE OF REPORTED RESULTS

The interviews were designed to provide consistent, systematic

profiles of all of the State and local systems examined, and to
present the data collected in a structured form to allow

comparison of systems on commonly defined dimensions. As a

result, the instrument design emphasized developing carefully

worded questions that would elicit structured, codable
responses. Although this approach makes it possible to compare
systems and summarize system features, it also limits the

instrument's ability to capture detail and subtle differences

among systems.

Apart from this general feature of the survey approach, the
data's major weakness stems from the limited information that

States had on some topics. This applies mainly to questions

about recipients' response patterns, monthly reporting costs,

and the impacts of monthly reporting on error rates and benefit
outlays. In all of these areas, States were asked to respond on

the basis of routinely available statics or prior research, and

most did not have such data readily available. (Even though it



was not requested, some States made special computer runs or did

special analysis of their accounting records to provide answers

to the survey questions.) In States that could not provide

"hard" data, we asked respondents to give their own professional

estimates; some respondents, feeling that they did not have a

sufficiently detailed familiarity with particular topics,
declined to provide estimates. The number of States responding

is described in the text for key items, and is shown on the
tables for all items.

D. ORGANIZATION OF THE REPORT

The remainder of this report is organized into six parts.

Parts II through IV describe the monthly reporting systems in

the responding States, focusing in turn on the States' policies

about who is required to report, the content of the monthly

reporting form, and the operating procedures by which monthly
reporting is implemented.

Parts V through VII look at the results of monthly reporting.

Part V describes recipient response patterns, including the
frequency with which monthly reports lead to benefit changes and

closures. Part VI presents the data on development and
operating costs for monthly reporting, and on staff time

utilized in handling monthly reports. Part VII reviews the

impacts (or our respondents' perceptions of impacts) of monthly

reporting on error rates, benefit outlays, and the management of

the Food Stamp Program. Appendix A contains the questionnaire
used to structure the census interviews.



II. CATEGORIES OF CASES REQUIRED TO REPORT MONTHLY

One of the main variations in the implementation of monthly
reporting has concerned who must report--i.e., the portion of

the recipient population to which the requirement is applied.

The 1981 legislation mandating monthly reporting called for

States to require all but two categories of food stamp

recipients to report monthly. The exceptions were households

with no earnings in which all adults are elderly or disabled and
migrant farmworker households.

Subsequent legislation allowed States more flexibility in
determining what categories of cases would report monthly.

Legislation enacted in 1982 allowed States to request waivers

from the monthly reporting requirements for additional

categories of households beyond those exempted in the

legislation itself. USDA could grant waivers to make food stamp
and AFDC requirements consistent within a State, or because the

State demonstrated that the costs of administering monthly

reporting would exceed the benefits for particular categories of
cases. Legislation in 1983 broadened the grounds for waivers.

Finally, the Food Security Act of 1985 requires monthly

reporting for households with earnings or recent work history,
but allows States to determine whether other categories of cases

should report.

Regulations implementing the 1985 Act became effective on June

20, 1986, during the period in which the survey interviews were

conducted. Thus, the monthly reporting systems described here
were for the most part shaped under the earlier regulations.

Some States were already planning changes in their monthly

reporting policies, as discussed later in this section.

Distinctions Many States distinguish between households receiving some form

Between of public assistance (PA cases) and those not receiving public

PA and NPA assistance (NPA cases) in establishing their monthly reporting

Cases requirements. Accordingly, the requirements are discussed

separately below for PA and NPA cases.

In considering the PA and NPA results, it is important to note
that the PA/NPA distinction is not consistent across States. In

fact, States differ on two major dimensions in their operational
definition of PA and NPA cases. One difference concerns the



types of assistance that lead to a PA designation. Cases with

Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) can be PA cases
in all States. Not all States have General Assistance (GA)

programs, but those States generally include GA cases in the PA
category. Some States also consider households with

Supplemental Security Income (SSI) to be PA cases.

The second difference concerns the degree of overlap between the

food stamp household and the case as defined by the other

assistance program. By the three most common definitions, a

food stamp household is a PA case if: the food stamp case and
an AFDC (or other program) case include exactly the same people;

the head of the food stamp household is the head of an AFDC

case; or any member of the food stamp household receives AFDC.

Sometimes a single State uses different definitions for

different purposes. For example, a food stamp case with one

member (but not the head of household) receiving AFDC may be

considered a PA case for purposes of monthly reporting, but not
for recertification.

A. NPA CASES REQUIRED TO REPORT MONTHLY

Universal Most States report that they apply monthly reporting

vs. selectively rather than universally. About a quarter--13
Selective States--require all NPA cases to report monthly (except

Reporting households excluded by statute)._/ With a few notable
exceptions (such as California and Michigan), the States with

universal reporting requirements are relatively rural, small-
caseload States. The remaining States have received waivers

exempting some categories of recipients from the monthly
reporting requirement.

_/Figures here and throughout the report refer only to

responses given in the survey. North Dakota did not

respond to this part of the survey. Previously published

data indicate that North Dakota applies monthly reporting
to all NPA cases, making a total of 14 States with this

policy. Also, Montana and Nevada have waivers exempting

very small groups of cases (e.g., residents of group
homes).
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Types of Among the categories of cases selectively required to report

Cases monthly, households with earnings are by far the most common.

Selected Of the 39 States with selective requirements, all but 12 have

either a general or a conditional requirement for earned income

households to report (see Table II.l). Conditional

requirements most often link earnings to household size (e.g.,
cases with earnings and four or more household members). Some

States make the requirement conditional on earnings being more

than a specified amount, being from particular sources, or

being likely to fluctuate.

Households with unearned income also are often subject to

monthly reporting requirements. Eleven States have requirements
covering cases with unearned income. All are conditional

requirements; typically, they specify irregular unearned income
or income from particular sources. Ail but two of these States

also require earned income households to report.

Only six States indicate that NPA cases with recent work history

are subject to monthly reporting. This number is surprisingly

small because AFDC regulations have required monthly reporting

for such cases and most States require it for PA food stamp

cases with recent earnings history. Recent work history

generally means earnings within the past 2 or 3 months, although

one State's requirement covers a 6-month period. All of these
States require current earners to report monthly.

The other common monthly reporting requirement is the number of

people in the household, used by 13 States. In most cases, the
requirement is conditional on the household having earnings as

well as exceeding the specified threshold size. The threshold
ranges from three to seven household members, with five being
the most common.

A number of categories defined by quite diverse criteria are

used by only one or two States. Examples are: cases in which a

household member has applied for unemployment compensation,

persons convicted of fraud, cases with allotments over a

specified amount, and cases that include one or more mandatory

work registrants. Nearly all States have one or more special

requirements of this sort.

Proportion The diversity in categories required to report leads to a wide
Reporting range in the proportion of the NPA caseload reporting--from 3

Monthly to 60 percent. Among those States, the median was about 18



TABLE II.1

CATEGORIES OF NPA CASES REQUIRED TO REPORT MONTHLY1/

Categories Number of States

All Cases2/ 13

Selected categories3/

Earned income 27

Recent earnings history 6
Any unearned income 6
Irregular unearned income 7

Households of specified size 13
Other 38

Common combinations of categories4/

Earned income or earned income with

recent work history i1
Earned income and unearned income 10

Earned income and specified household size 6
Other combinations 12

_/Based on states' responses to the survey. Table A.1 in Appendix A displays

responses by state.

_/Except statutory exemptions.

_/States generally require two or more categories of cases to report. Total

categories selected thus exceeds the number of cases with selective policies
(39).

_/These combinations are defined to be mutually exclusive. Nearly all states

also have "other" uniquely defined categories, which are not considered in
this classification.
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